
O S H A - N IO S H  INFOSHEET
P r o t e c t i n g  W o r k e r s  W h o  U s e  C l e a n i n g  C h e m i c a l s
W o rk p laces , su ch  a s  sc h o o ls , h o sp ita ls , h o te ls , r e s ta u ra n ts  a n d  m a n u fa c tu r in g  p la n ts , u se  
c le a n in g  ch e m ic a ls  to  e n su re  th e  c le a n lin e ss  o f  th e ir  b u ild in g s. W orkers w h o  h a n d le  th e s e  
p ro d u c ts  in c lu d e  bu ild in g  m a in te n a n c e  w o rk e rs , ja n ito rs  a n d  h o u se k e e p e rs . S o m e  c lean in g  
c h e m ic a ls  can  b e  h a z a rd o u s , c a u s in g  p ro b le m s ra n g in g  from  sk in  ra s h e s  a n d  b u rn s  to  
c o u g h in g  a n d  a s th m a . M any em p lo y e rs  a re  sw itc h in g  to  g re e n  c le a n in g  p ro d u c ts  b e c a u se  
th e y  a re  th o u g h t  to  b e  le s s  h a z a rd o u s  to  w o rk e rs  a n d  th e  en v iro n m en t. T his INFOSHEET 
p ro v id es  in fo rm a tio n  to  e m p lo y e rs  o n  p ra c tic e s  to  he lp  k e e p  w o rk e rs  s a fe  w h e n  w o rk in g  
w ith  c le a n in g  ch em ica ls , in c lu d in g  g re e n  c le a n in g  p ro d u c ts .

Potential Health Problem s Caused  by Cleaning Chem icals
M any facto rs in fluence w h e th e r a cleaning 
chem ical w ill cause health p roblem s. Som e 
im p o rta n t facto rs to  consider include:

• Chemical ing red ien ts  o f the  cleaning product;

• H ow  the  cleaning p roduct is being used or 

stored;

• V entila tion  in the  area w here  the  cleaning 

p roduct is used;

• W he the r there  are splashes and spills;

• W he the r the  cleaning p roduct com es in contact 
w ith  the  skin; and

• W he the r m ists, vapors and /or gases are 

released.

Chem icals in som e cleaning products can be 
irr ita ting  to  the  skin o r can cause rashes. Cleaning 
products th a t conta in  corrosive  chem icals can 
cause severe burns if splashed on the  skin o r in 
the  eyes.

M ists, vapors and /or gases fro m  cleaning 
chem icals can irrita te  the  eyes, nose, th ro a t and 
lungs. S ym ptom s m ay include burn ing  eyes, sore 
th ro a t, cough ing , tro u b le  b reath ing and w heezing. 
Chem icals in som e cleaning products can cause 
asthm a o r tr ig g e r asthm a attacks. Som e cleaning 
products conta in  hazardous chem ica ls th a t can 
enter the  body th ro u g h  skin contact o r from  
breath ing gases in to  the  lungs. M ixing  cleaning  
p rodu cts tha t contain bleach and  am m onia can 
cause  seve re  lung dam age o r death.

C hoosing Safer Cleaning Chemicals: 
Cleaners, Sanitizers or D isinfectants
The E nvironm enta l Protection A gency (EPA) 
defines cleaners, sanitizers and d is in fectan ts as 
fo llow s:

Cleaners rem ove d ir t th ro u g h  w ip in g , scrubbing 
o r m opp ing .

Sanitizers conta in  chem ica ls th a t reduce, but do 
not necessarily e lim ina te , m icroorgan ism s such 
as bacteria, v iruses and m olds fro m  surfaces. 
Public health codes m ay require c leaning w ith  
the  use o f sanitizers in certa in areas, like to ile ts  
and food  preparation  areas.

Disinfectants conta in  chem icals th a t des troy  or 
inactivate m icroorgan ism s th a t cause infections. 
D isin fectants are critica l fo r  in fection  con tro l in 
hosp ita ls and o the r healthcare settings.

Cleaners, sanitizers and d is in fectan ts serve 
d iffe ren t purposes, and it is im p o rta n t to  choose 
the  least hazardous cleaning chem ical th a t w ill 
accom plish  the  task at hand. Before purchasing 
cleaning products, de te rm ine  w h e th e r o r not 
sanitiz ing o r d is in fecting  is necessary. If sanitizing 
o r d is in fecting  is no t required, then  choose a 
cleaner. In general, d is in fectan ts and sanitizers 
are m ore hazardous than  cleaners.

If sanitiz ing o r d is in fecting  is necessary, be sure 
th a t the  p roduct purchased is e ffective fo r  the 
m icroorgan ism s being targeted. EPA regulates 
sanitizers and d is in fectan ts (term ed "a n tim ic ro b ia l 
pestic ides") and is a useful resource. For fu rthe r 
in fo rm a tio n , see EPA's w ebpage  "W h a t Are 
A n tim ic rob ia l Pesticides?" 
(h ttp ://w w w .epa.gov/oppad001/ad_ in fo .h tm ).

C hoosing Safer Cleaning Chemicals: 
Green Cleaners
M any em ployers and build ing  m anagers are 
purchasing "g re e n " cleaning chem icals w ith  the 
expectation tha t green cleaning products are safer 
fo r w orkers  and the environm ent. However, placing 
the w o rd  "g re e n " in a nam e o r on a bottle  does not

http://www.epa.gov/oppad001/ad_info.htm


ensure tha t a chem ical is safe. Em ployers should re­
v ie w  the cleaning chem icals th e y  purchase, 
including green cleaning products, to  understand 
th e ir health and safety hazards. Em ployers should 
choose the least hazardous cleaners.

Independent organ izations are now  certify ing  
chem icals, inc lud ing  cleaners, as "g re e n ." Certified  
green cleaners  m ust m eet specific criteria  as 
defined by the  ce rtify ing  organ ization. Em ployers 
m ay find  in fo rm a tion  fro m  these ce rtify ing  
o rgan izations helpfu l w hen  purchasing cleaning 
chem icals. Som e certify ing  organ izations are 
listed under the  Resources section below. The EPA 
w ebpages "C lea n in g " (h ttp ://w w w .epa.gov/epp / 
p ubs/products/c lean ing.h tm ) and "G reen ing  Your 
Purchase o f C leaning Products: A  G uide fo r 
Federal Purchasers" (h ttp ://epa.gov/epp/pubs/ 
c lean ing.h tm ) p rovide  com prehensive  guidance fo r 
purchasers o f c leaning products.

Choosing Safer Cleaning Chemicals: 
Material Safety  Data S h eets
W hen choosing safer cleaning chem icals, 
e m p loye rs  can learn m uch fro m  M ateria l Safe ty 
Data Sheets (MSDSs). Em ployers m ust obta in  and 
m ain ta in  MSDSs fo r  all hazardous cleaning 
p roducts and chem ica ls th a t th e y  use. MSDSs 
m ust be read ily  accessible to  w orkers. Em ployers 
can use the  in fo rm a tion  conta ined in the  M SDSs to 
ensure tha t w orkers  are p roperly  protected. MSDSs 
inc lude  the  fo llo w in g  im p o rta n t in fo rm a tion :

• Hazardous chem ical ingred ients;

• S ym ptom s and health p rob lem s th a t m ay be 
caused by the  chem ical ingred ients;

• F irst-aid m easures if w orkers  are exposed;

• R ecom m ended personal pro tective  equ ipm ent, 

such as g loves, sa fety goggles o r  respirators; 

and

• P roper procedures fo r  c leaning up spills.

Safe Work Practices When Using Cleaning Chem icals
Em ployers m ust p rovide  safe w o rk in g  cond itions 
fo r em ployees using cleaning chem icals. W hen 
cleaning chem ica ls are hazardous, em ployers 
m ust tra in  w orke rs  on safe w o rk  practices fo r 
using these chem icals. Safe w o rk  practices w hen 
using cleaning chem ica ls inc lude  the  fo llo w in g :

• W arn ing  w orkers  no t to  m ix  cleaning products 
th a t conta in  bleach and am m on ia ;

• M aking sure th a t w orkers  know  w h ich  cleaning 

chem icals m ust be d ilu ted  and h ow  to  co rrectly  

d ilu te  the  cleaners th e y  are using;

• T h o ro u g h ly  rev iew ing  and tra in in g  w orkers  on 

the use, storage and em ergency sp ill procedures 

fo r c leaning chem icals;

• Review ing the  p roper pro tective  equ ipm en t 
needed, such as g loves and goggles, and 
p rov id ing  the  proper p ro tective  e qu ip m en t to 

the w orkers  using the  cleaning product;

• Ensuring th a t all conta iners o f cleaning 

products and chem ica ls are labeled to  iden tify  
th e ir  contents and hazards;

• O perating ve n tila tion  system s as needed during  

c leaning tasks to  a llo w  su ffic ien t a ir f lo w  and 

prevent bu ildup  o f hazardous vapors; and

• P rovid ing w orkers  w ith  a place to  w ash  up a fter 

using cleaning chem icals.

WorkerTraining
Chem icals pose a w id e  range o f health and safety 

hazards. OSHA's Hazard C om m un ica tion  standard 
(29 CFR 1910.1200) is designed to  ensure tha t 
in fo rm a tio n  about these hazards and associated 

pro tective  m easures is com m un ica ted  to  workers. 
W orker tra in in g  m ust be p rovided  if the  cleaning 

chem ica ls are hazardous. This tra in in g  m ust be 

p rovided  BEFORE the  w o rke r begins using the 
cleaner. Required tra in in g  under the  OSHA Hazard 

C om m un ica tion  standard includes:

• Health and physical hazards o f the  cleaning 
chem icals;

• P roper hand ling , use and storage o f all cleaning 
chem ica ls being used, inc lud ing  d ilu tion  

procedures w hen  a cleaning p roduct m ust be 

d ilu ted  before use;

• P roper procedures to  fo llo w  w hen  a sp ill occurs;

• Personal pro tective  equ ip m en t required fo r  using 
the  cleaning product, such as g loves, safety 

goggles and resp ira tors; and

• H ow  to  obta in  and use hazard in fo rm a tion , 
inc lud ing  an exp lanation  o f labels and MSDSs.

The fo llo w in g  are im p o rta n t issues to  be discussed 
w ith  w orke rs  d uring  tra in ing :

• Never m ix  d iffe ren t c leaning chem ica ls together. 

Dangerous gases can be released.

• C leaning chem ica ls should  not be used to  w ash 

hands. W ash hands w ith  w a te r a fte r w ork ing  

w ith  a cleaning chem ica l, especia lly  before 
eating, d rink ing  o r sm oking.

Em p loyers m u st p rov ide  training to w orkers a t a 
leve l and in a language and  vocabulary tha t they  
can understand.

http://www.epa.gov/epp/
http://epa.gov/epp/pubs/


Better Ways to  Clean
Em ployers shou ld  note recent advances in safe 

c leaning practices and the  a va ilab ility  o f m odern 

c leaning e qu ip m en t th a t m in im izes the  use of 
chem icals. Practices and e qu ip m en t to  consider 

include:

• W a lk-o ff m ats placed inside and outs ide  o f entry- 

w ays  (to p revent d ir t fro m  being tracked in to  the 
build ing);

• M ic ro fibe r m ops, c lo ths and dusters;

• H igh -filtra tion  HEPA vacuum s;

• W alk-behind hard flo o r  auto-scrubbers;

• Hands-free m ops; and

• C hem ical-free cleaning system s.

Bu ild ing  ow ners and p lanners shou ld  take 
bu ild ing  cleaning in to  considera tion  w hen 
design ing  new  bu ild ings, rem ode ling  o ld  bu ild ings 

and choosing  m ateria ls, such as flo o rin g . See 

NIOSH's Prevention th ro u g h  Design (PtD) program  
(h ttp ://w w w .cdc.gov/n iosh/top ics/P tD ) and EPA's 

Design fo r  the  E nv ironm ent (DfE) (h ttp ://w w w .epa . 
gov/d fe) fo r  m ore in fo rm a tion .

Resources
The O ccupationa l S a fe ty  and Health 

A d m in is tra tio n  (OSHA) provides add itiona l 

in fo rm a tion  on the  w ebpage  "O S H A  Assistance fo r 

the  C leaning In du s try " (h ttp ://w w w .osha.gov/dcsp/ 
p roducts /top ics /c lean ing industry /index.h tm l). 

OSHA's Safe ty and Health Topics w ebpage 
"H azard C o m m un ica tion " (h ttp ://w w w .osha.gov/ 

dsg /hazcom /index.h tm l) has in fo rm a tion  on 

OSHA's Hazard C om m un ica tion  standard. OSHA's 
guidance docum ent, Chem ical Hazard 
C om m un ica tion  (h ttp ://w w w .osha.gov/ 

Publications/osha3084.pdf), p rovides in fo rm a tion  
on putting  to g e th e r a com prehensive  chem ical 

hazard co m m un ica tio n  program . OSHA has 

guidance on personal pro tective  equ ipm en t 
(h ttp ://w w w .osha.gov/P ublica tions/osha3151 .h tm l), 

inc lud ing  the  types o f g loves recom m ended fo r 

exposures to  d iffe ren t chem icals.

The N ationa l In s titu te  fo r  O ccupationa l S a fe ty  and 

H ealth  (NIOSH) leads a national in itia tive  called 
Prevention th ro u g h  Design (PtD) (h ttp ://w w w .cdc. 

gov/n iosh/topics/P tD ) th a t addresses w orkplace  
safety and health d u ring  the  design and p lann ing 

o f w orkp laces, m ateria ls and e qu ip m en t in o rd e r to 

prevent o r m in im ize  hazards and risks.

The E nvironm enta l P ro tection  A gency (EPA) has
standards fo r  sa fer c leaning products under the

EPA's Design fo r  the  E nv ironm ent (DfE) Safer

Product Labeling Program  (h ttp ://w w w .epa.gov/dfe).
A  DfE label on a cleaner ind icates th a t the  cleaner

m eets the  EPA's safety standards.

• The DfE Safer Product Labeling P rogram 's list o f 

certified  products (h ttp ://w w w .epa.gov/d fe /pubs/ 
p ro je c ts /fo rm u la t/fo rm pa rt.h tm )

O ther EPA resources:

• C leaning (h ttp ://w w w .epa.gov/epp /pubs/prod- 
ucts/c leaning.h tm )

• G reening Your Purchase o f C leaning Products: A  
G uide fo r  Federal Purchasers 
(h ttp ://w w w .epa.gov/epp /pubs/c lean ing .h tm )

• W h a t A re A n tim ic ro b ia l Pesticides? 
(h ttp ://w w w .epa.gov/oppad001/ad_ in fo .h tm )

Independent o rgan iza tions th a t c e rtify  green
cleaners:
• Green Seal (w w w .gree nse a l.o rg )

• Ecologo (w w w .e co lo g o .o rg )

O th e r he lp fu l resources:

• See the  N ew  Jersey D epartm ent o f Health and 

S enio r Services' C on tro lling  Chem ical Exposure 

Industrial Hygiene Fact Sheets (h ttp ://w w w .n j.gov/ 
hea lth /su rv /docum ents /ih fs .pdf) fo r  m ore 
in fo rm a tio n  on w o rke r safety w hen  w o rk in g  w ith  

chem icals.

• The D epartm ent o f Health and Hum an Services 
provides an on line  Household Products 
Database (h ttp ://h pd .n lm .n ih .g ov /in d ex .h tm ) 

con ta in ing  health and safety in fo rm a tion  on 

m any household  p roducts, inc lud ing  cleaners.

• The Jan ito ria l Products Pollu tion  Prevention 
Project (h ttp ://w sppn .org /s tud ies/jan ito ria l/ 

fact-sheets) has fact sheets on specific cleaning 

tasks, such as carpet c leaning, m etal cleaning 
and to ile t cleaning and has a c leaning fact sheet 
in Spanish.

• In fo rm ed  Green S o lu tions (h ttp ://w w w . 
in fo rm e dgreenso lu tions .o rg ) has a num ber of 

fact sheets and pub lica tions on safe cleaning 

practices.

• A  2002 report entitled  "C lean ing  fo r  Health: 

Products and Practices fo r  a Safer Indoor 
E n v iro n m e n t" (h ttp ://w w w .in fo rm in c .o rg / 

c leanforhea lth .php) pub lished by INFORM also 

provides good in fo rm a tion .
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OSHA Educational Materials
OSHA has an extensive pub lica tions p rogram .

For a lis ting  o f free item s, v is it OSHA's w eb  site 

at w w w .osh a .g ov/pu b lica tio n s  o r contact the 
OSHA Publications O ffice, U.S. D epartm ent o f 
Labor, 200 C onstitu tion  Avenue, N.W., N-3101, 

W ash ing ton , DC 20210. Telephone (202) 693-1888 
o r fax  to  (202) 693-2498.

C ontacting OSHA
To report an em ergency, file  a co m p la in t o r seek 

OSHA advice, assistance o r p roducts, call (800) 
321-OSHA (6742) o r contact y o u r nearest OSHA 

reg ional, area, o r State Plan o ffice; TTY: 1-877­
889-5627.

C ontacting NIOSH
To receive docum ents  o r m ore in fo rm a tion  about 

occupationa l safety and health top ics, please 
contact NIOSH: 1-800-CDC-INFO (1-800-232-4636); 

TYY: 1-888-232-6348; e-m ail: cdcin fo@ cdc.gov or 
v is it the  NIOSH w eb  site at w w w .cdc .g ov /n iosh .

This guidance docum ent is no t an OSHA standard  or regulation bu t contains recom m endations th a t are advisory 
in nature and intended to  assist em ployers in providing a safe and healthful workplace. The m ention of any non­
governmental organization or link to  its w eb  site in th is guidance does no t constitute an endorsem ent by NIOSH 
or OSHA of th a t organization, its products or services or w eb  site.
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